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INTRODUCTION

For millions of people around the world,
the Bible is a source of spiritual
guidance, comfort, and inspiration. Yet
for many deaf individuals who rely on
written English as a primary means of
communication, traditional translations
such as the King James Version or the
New International Version can present
significant barriers. Complex sentence
structures, archaic vocabulary, and
idioms that have no visual equivalent
often leave hearing-impaired readers
struggling to grasp the intended
meaning. Over the past several decades,
translators and ministries have
recognized this need and have
developed specialized resources—chief
among them what is commonly called a
Bible English Version For The Deaf.
This article explores the purpose,
features, and impact of these unique
translations, demonstrating how they
open Scripture to a community that has
long been underserved by mainstream
versions.

Understanding that deafness is not just a
physical condition but a cultural and
linguistic identity is key. Many deaf
individuals are native users of sign
language, and English is a second
language for them. A translation
designed specifically for the deaf focuses
on clarity, simplicity, and visual logic.
The goal is not to replace sign language
Bibles but to provide a written English

text that is accessible to those who read
English at a lower proficiency level or
who benefit from straightforward
language. Let us dive into what makes a
Bible English Version For The Deaf
distinct, why it is necessary, and how it
is changing lives.

WHAT IS A BIBLE ENGLISH
VERSION FOR THE DEAF?

A Bible English Version For The Deaf is a
translation of the Scriptures into English
that is deliberately crafted to be easily
understood by individuals who are deaf
or hard of hearing. Unlike standard
translations that prioritize literary
elegance or word-for-word accuracy, this
version emphasizes readability and
comprehension. It uses a controlled
vocabulary, short sentences, and plain
syntax. Idioms, metaphors, and figures
of speech that might confuse a deaf
reader are either explained, simplified,
or replaced with more literal
expressions. The result is a text that
retains the essential message of the
original Hebrew and Greek but presents
it in a format that is intuitive for those
who think visually.

One of the earliest and most well-known
examples is the New Testament:
English Version for the Deaf, first
published in the 1970s by Baker Book
House. Later, other translations such as
the New Life Version and the Easy-to-
Read Version (ERV) also gained
popularity among deaf readers, though
they were not originally created
exclusively for the deaf. Today, the term
“Bible English Version For The Deaf” is
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often used to describe any translation
that meets the specific linguistic needs
of the deaf community. Organizations
like Deaf Missions and Woycliffe Bible
Translators continue to produce and
promote these accessible texts.

Key
Distinguishing
Features

e Controlled Vocabulary:
Typically, the text uses around 850
core English words, plus common
Bible terms that are clearly
defined.

e Short Sentences: Each sentence
is kept to an average of 10-15
words, reducing cognitive load.

e Literal yet Clear: While the
translation is not overly literal, it
avoids ambiguous phrasing.
Abstract concepts are made
concrete.

¢ Visual Cues: Some print editions
include illustrations or
explanations of cultural practices
that are unfamiliar to modern
readers.

e Explanatory Notes: Sidebars or
footnotes explain difficult
passages, historical context, and
idiomatic expressions.

WHY DO DEAF READERS NEED A
SPECIAL ENGLISH VERSION?

population—430 million people—have
disabling hearing loss. For those who are
prelingually deaf (deaf from birth or
before learning language), the
acquisition of spoken and written
language is a complex challenge. In the
United States, for example, the average
deaf high school graduate reads at a
fourth-grade level. Standard Bible
translations, which often assume an
eighth-grade reading level or higher, can
be inaccessible.

The problem is compounded by the fact
that English is rich in idioms: phrases
like “the heart of the matter,” “salt of
the earth,” or “lamb of God” have no
direct visual equivalent. A deaf reader
may interpret such phrases literally,
leading to confusion. Similarly, complex
grammatical constructions—such as
passive voice, conditional clauses, and
nested phrases—can be difficult to
parse. A specialized translation strips
away these hurdles, allowing the reader
to focus on the message rather than
decoding the language.

Furthermore, many deaf individuals are
part of a Deaf culture that uses sign
language (such as ASL, BSL, or Auslan)
as their primary language. For them,
English is a second language. A Bible
translation designed for second-
language learners is thus ideal. The Bible
English Version For The Deaf acts as a
bridge, helping deaf believers grow in
their faith without requiring them to
master a complex literary form of
English.

To appreciate the need for a Bible
English Version For The Deaf, it is
important to understand the linguistic
reality of many deaf individuals.
According to the World Health
Organization, over 5% of the world’s

NOTABLE BIBLE ENGLISH
VERSIONS FOR THE DEAF
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The New

Testament:
English Version
for the Deaf

(EVD)

Published in 1978, this was the first
complete New Testament specifically
translated for deaf readers. It was
produced by a team of translators,
linguists, and deaf consultants. The EVD
uses simple vocabulary, short sentences,
and avoids idioms. Each verse is
formatted as a separate paragraph for
ease of reading. Though it is now out of
print, it laid the groundwork for future
efforts.

The Easy-to-
Read Version
(ERV)

Originally created by the World Bible
Translation Center in the 1980s, the ERV
was designed for people with limited
English skills, including deaf individuals.
It uses a controlled vocabulary of about
1,200 words and is still widely
distributed by organizations like Bible
League and Deaf Missions. Many deaf
ministries now use the ERV as a
standard text. The full Bible is available
online and in print.

The New Life
Version (NLV)

Produced by Christian Literature
International, the NLV uses a limited
vocabulary of about 850 words. While
not exclusively for the deaf, it is
frequently recommended for new
readers and deaf adults. Its
straightforward style and short
sentences make it suitable for those who
struggle with conventional translations.

Deaf Missions’
Own Adaptations

Deaf Missions, a nonprofit based in lowa,
has produced multiple resources for the
deaf community. They have published a
revised and updated version of the
English Version for the Deaf, as well as a
parallel Bible that places the ERV
alongside sign language video links. The
organization also offers a free app with
text and video.

HOW A BIBLE ENGLISH VERSION
FOR THE DEAF HELPS

The benefits of using a Bible English
Version For The Deaf extend beyond
mere comprehension. For many deaf
Christians, reading the Bible in a
simplified yet faithful translation fosters
a personal connection with God that was
previously difficult. Here are some
specific ways this translation helps:

1. Spiritual Growth: When the text
is understandable, readers can
engage in personal study,
memorize verses, and participate
in group discussions.



2. Inclusion in Worship: Churches
that use the ERV or a similar
version in their printed materials
make deaf members feel welcome
and equally able to follow the
sermon or liturgy.

3. Educational Tool: Parents and
teachers of deaf children use these
versions to teach Bible stories and
moral lessons in a way that
matches the child’s language
level.

4. Bridge to Deeper Study: Once a
deaf reader gains confidence with
the simple text, they may move on
to more detailed translations with
the help of a study guide or a sign
language interpreter.

5. Cognitive Accessibility: For deaf
individuals who also have learning
disabilities or cognitive challenges,
the reduced linguistic complexity
is crucial.

CHALLENGES AND
CONSIDERATIONS

No translation is perfect, and a Bible
English Version For The Deaf is no
exception. Critics sometimes argue that
simplifying the language can lead to a
loss of nuance or poetic beauty. For
example, the Psalms in the ERV lose
some of their rhythmic flow. Others point
out that a written English version cannot
fully replace a sign language translation,
which is the natural language of many
deaf people. The ideal scenario is to
have both a written accessible version
and a sign language video Bible.
Additionally, there is the challenge of
regional differences—what is “simple
English” in one country may not be ideal
in another. Translators must strike a
balance between faithfulness to the
original text and accessibility for a

diverse audience.

Another concern is that some deaf
individuals may resist using a
“simplified” Bible, feeling that it is
patronizing or that it assumes they are
less intelligent. This highlights the
importance of involving deaf leaders in
the translation process. When the deaf
community itself helps shape the
version, it is more likely to be embraced.
Fortunately, organizations like Deaf
Missions have long recognized this and
employ deaf translators and reviewers.

FINDING AND USING A BIBLE
ENGLISH VERSION FOR THE DEAF

If you or someone you know is interested
in obtaining a Bible English Version For
the Deaf, there are several options. The
ERV is available for free on websites like
Bible.com (YouVersion) and in the Bible
App by Life.Church. Many denominations
also offer free printed copies through
their missions departments. The New
Life Version can be purchased through
Christian bookstores. For a version that
specifically uses the term “Bible English
Version For The Deaf,” check with Deaf
Missions at deafmissions.com. They
often have PDF downloads and low-cost
paperbacks.

Churches can also support their deaf
members by including the ERV or a
similar translation in pew Bibles, and by
offering sign language interpretation
alongside the simple text. Sunday school
teachers working with deaf children
should look for lesson plans that
correspond to the vocabulary used in
these versions.

CONCLUSION

The Bible is a book for all people, but its
message can only be received when the
language used is accessible. A Bible
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English Version For The Deaf is more
than just a translation; it is a tool of
inclusion, empowerment, and spiritual
nourishment. By prioritizing clarity and
simplicity, these versions open the door
for millions of deaf individuals to
encounter Scripture on their own terms.
Whether through the historic English
Version for the Deaf, the widely used
Easy-to-Read Version, or the New Life

Version, the heart of God’s Word is
brought near. As the deaf community
continues to grow in influence and
visibility, the demand for such
translations will only increase. The
ultimate goal remains the same: that
every person, regardless of hearing
ability, may understand and respond to
the good news of Jesus Christ.



